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Tens of millions of tourists visit Europe each year to enjoy its cultural heritage. And if they were aware of it, they would no doubt cheer the work of the scientists who are preserving that heritage -fighting the harm caused by pollution, by the natural processes of decay and by the tourists themselves.
But at a meeting in London from 1 to 3 September, the European network of these interdisciplinary researchers declared that its support is diminishing.
For more than a decade,the European Commission has funded, at a modest level, programmes designed to analyse damage to cultural heritage and to prevent, monitor and repair such harm. The scientists involved draw on disciplines that include laser optics and nanotechnology; they consider all aspects of decaying heritage, from ancient manuscripts to archaeological sites.
The support they have had from the European Commission has fallen from €40 million (US$48 million) in the fifth framework programme (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) to €10 million in the current, sixth programme. "We worry that the trend of undervaluing cultural heritage is worsening," says May Cassar, head of the Centre for Sustainable Heritage at University College London,who organized the meeting.
The commission is currently the only source of funding in Europe that is specifically earmarked for generic research into sustaining cultural heritage, although individual groups sometimes win small grants from national sources. As drafting of the seventh programme, which starts in 2007, begins in earnest,the researchers want political leaders to recognize the value of their work to Europe's vast tourism industry.
One project, called Caramel, has led to the development of monitors of inorganic and organic atmospheric pollutants, which include the carbon that is responsible for blackening buildings. These unobtrusive monitors can be placed at key sites, reports Cristina Sabbioni, a physicist at the National Research Council's Institute of Atmospheric Sciences and Climate in Bologna, who is involved in the project. Its scientists have been able to quantify the atmospheric levels of small particles,which deposit carbon more quickly than large particles, during rush hours in tourist cities such as Florence and Seville. And local authorities in Seville have decided to restrict traffic flow past its main cathedral,which is currently being cleaned,in direct response to the Caramel data.
Another project, called LaserACT, diagnoses degradation in works of art using lasers. Such lasers are also being used to clean sensitive stone,including the west frieze of the Parthenon, which has been scrubbed by technology developed at the Institute of Electronic Structure and Laser, Crete, in collaboration with ESMA,the group responsible for the conservation of the Acropolis. Now biologists are joining physicists in the conservation cause, the meeting heard. Microbiologists are analysing the colonies of bacteria that form in caves and catacombs where visitors have disturbed steady light and air conditions and caused damage to the artwork and structures. A project called BioBRUSH is researching calcite-forming microorganisms, which may remove salty crusts on stone and lay down a hard calcite layer to protect it from further damage. "There is a long way to go before this technology could be applied with confidence to important monuments," cautions Bio-BRUSH scientist Eric May of the University of Portsmouth, UK. "We need reliable sources of funds to develop this type of approach,"he says.
